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Abstract 
“There are no mistakes on the bandstand” is the title of a music performance and 
talk by jazz vibraphonist Stefon Harris (2011), on the website ‘TED.com.’ The 
emphasis of his theme is the fact that mistakes are not necessarily mistakes, exemplified 
in his world of jazz performance and improvisation, and that what one may consider a 
mistake may actually be a new opportunity. As Harris states in his performance, “I have 
no idea what we’re going to play. I won’t be able to tell you what it is until it happens,” 
summarizing what every foreign language speaker expects and what every native 
speaker often forgets. 
As such, teaching and learning expectations are often mismatched between 
structured classroom learning tasks and real world experiences. Just as Harris points out, 
we have no idea what we are actually going to say until it, a dialogue, takes place. But, 
just like a jazz musician, we need to be confident enough in improvising to continue the 
music, or in this case, language communication. We may have some rough idea based 
on previous experiences, whether through study or previous communication, but 
fundamentally we won’t be able to predict what we will say to someone else until it, the 
intended utterance for whatever reason, happens. We cannot predict the unpredictable. 
As such, students as language learners and teachers as language facilitators must 
become aware of the fundamental need to improvise in any given situation. A successful 
improvisation allows the speaker to grow and realize their potential as an English 
language speaker.  
 
‘Ingrained English’ 
At first, as a way to put improvisation in context, it is important to look at the 
present condition of English language ability as a whole in Japan. Chavez (2014), an 
experienced educator and columnist in The Japan Times, details the current failings of 
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teaching, exemplified in a typical encounter in that students of high school age will 
introduce themselves with the predictable “My name is...” followed by “Nice to meet 
you.” Chavez (2014) states that, “usually these two sentences are strung together and 
delivered rapid-fire as if they were one long 10 syllable-or-more word.” In addition, she 
retells the all too familiar situation whereby the returned greeting phrase of “How are 
you today?” leads the student to “…be instantly befuddled and either giggle, stare 
silently at the ground or look at his teacher for the answer.” Chavez (2014) lays the 
blame on “rote memorization and teachers willingness to provide answers,” which in 
turn is why critical thinking is not occuring in English-teaching classrooms. As Chavez 
exudes, this “…hijacking of teaching methods,” by Japanese teachers is so common that 
perhaps these teachers are afraid of making mistakes themselves and that “Until English 
teachers start developing critical-thinking skills in the classroom and emphasizing 
confidence over competence, students will never be able to converse with native 
English speakers…We need to remember that this is ESL: English as a spontaneous 
language.”  
Echoed in Chavez’s thoughts, Kachru (2005), reports on the remarks made by the 
Japanese scholar and educator, Reischauer, who stated in 1971 about the level of 
English in Japan, that “Since the Meiji period, English has been the chief medium for 
communication with the outside world, but despite prodigious efforts on the part of 
virtually all students from seventh grade through High School and the hard work of 
about 60,000 full-time English teachers, the results have been meagre.,” (Kachru, 2005, 
p.75). Based on what Chavez states, it appears that little has changed in the last forty 
years. Kachru weighs in on this issue by stating that the root cause of this negative 
phenomenom is the fact that Eikaiwa, a Japanese born notion of “English Conversation 
Ideology,” stands for an emotional attachment to Western, primarily American, culture 
which elevates the “native speaker” and the term “Caucausian Race” in general to a 
status of cultural superority. Kachru further states that this concept of English 
conversation entails a very skillful occupation of one’s mind that takes away the key to 
innovation and creativity from the Japanese learner of English, whose mind has been 
conditioned by such ideology. At the subconcious level, Eikaiwa deprieves the energy 
and vitality needed to grasp new meanings, and exhausts the language by controlled use 
and makes the user suspicious of their lingusitic independence, thus robbing the English 
learner of creativity and identity.  
This also manifests itself into the “correct” forms of English as I described in my 
previous research (Deadman, 2014), that Japanese learners of English either expect or 
seek out varities of English that have become the “norm,” namely American, British and 
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to a lesser extent Australian and Canadian English. Any other valid and appropriate 
varities of English, whether Nigerian, Singaporean, South African English, or even 
accented British English of Scottish, Cockney or Welsh are deemed “loose cannons,” as 
described by Kachru (2005), thus limiting the students ability to understand and 
effectively use their English with any other native and non-native speaker of English. 
This preference for “correct English” limits the ability of students to react to any other 
type of English that they don’t understand. My previous research was indeed instigated 
by a comment from a Japanese learner who stated that Thai speakers of English 
“…speak a strange type of English,” which led to the student being unable to 
communciate and a subsequent refusal to circumnavigate the misunderstanding with 
creativity or improvisation.  
 
TED Talks: Background  
I have principally used TED.com (Technology, Entertainment, and Design) lecture 
videos and talk transcripts as the basis of this research to show that new areas of 
learning are open for both teachers and students in their endeavors to polish their skills 
as either educators or learners respectively. TED is a global set of conferences that are 
offered for free through the TED website, TED.com. The website states that it provides 
more than 1500 TED Talks, all subtitled in English. TED’s mission is “Spreading ideas,” 
stating that “We believe passionately in the power of ideas to change attitudes, lives and, 
ultimately, the world. So we’re building a clearing house of free knowledge from the 
world’s most inspired thinkers, and also a community of curious souls to engage with 
ideas and each other” (TED.com, 2014). Indeed, as this research paper was being 
published, a large educational materials maker had just introduced some updated 
textbooks incorporating TED talks. 
Nine TED talks were viewed and analyzed to be applied to classroom pedagogy 
for myself as the teacher in the first instance, and then passed on to the students through 
classroom learning and communication. I chose the selected talks from those that 
matched key word searches from jazz, improvisation and creative thinking, narrowing 
the band of selections from those mostly associated with jazz due to its inherent 
improvisation of music.  
A potential keyword analysis of the nine TED talk’s transcripts in their entirety 
shows keywords that are the words that are far more frequent in a text, proportionally, 
than they are in a general reference corpus, in this case the website uses the 10-million 
word spoken section of the British National Corpus (Lextutor, 2014). The texts 
provided 23549 words for analysis. It was seen that such keywords recorded included 
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improvise, jazz, incentive, practitioner, rhythm, impulse, innovate, dynamic, inspire, 
transform, compose, spontaneous, manipulate, interact, create, and script. Indeed, 
improvise was the second most over represented word found in the text and is 2170 
times more frequent in the texts than it is in the reference corpus, which “… probably 
means that the word plays quite an important (or ‘key’) role in the text,” (Lextutor, 
2014). Of words associated with the theme of improvisation and spontaneity, the 
musical concept of “jazz” was 272 times more frequent in the texts than it is in the 
reference corpus. Other ‘more frequent’ items included (with the number of times 
recorded in the brackets as more frequent in the texts than it is in the reference corpus); 
incentive (121), practitioner (74), impulse (71), innovate (56), dynamics (54), inspire 
(54), passion (50) and transform (37).  
  
TED Talks: Summarizations 
In the opening of his TED talk ‘There are no mistake on the bandstand,’ jazz 
musician Stefon Harris (2011) states that “I have no idea what we’re going to play. I 
won’t be able to tell you what it is until it happens.” In this segment of the talk, Harris is 
about to improvise a short skit, with no preconceptions on its course. He is on stage 
with three other musicians but at no time does he define or control the course of the 
music. Harris states the bandstand, “… is an incredible space. It is really a sacred space. 
And one of the things that is really sacred about it is that you have no opportunity to 
think about the future, or the past…You have no time for projected ideas.” As an 
English teacher, this resonates strongly with my views of how students should think 
when they want to speak English to other English speakers, whether they are British, 
American, Japanese, or Chinese. A student on homestay in the author’s hometown, Bath 
(England), has no time to consult a textbook when they enter a shop or café and want to 
buy something. In an outdated, textbook rehearsed stereotypical encounter, they may 
have worked out what they will ask for, “Can I have a tea please?,” but they need to be 
able to improvise to adapt to an atypical local question “Where you been to?” or “put’ee 
over there” as an instruction of where to put a coat, without wilting into panic and 
confusion.  
Harris addresses the notion of a “mistake” from the perspective of a jazz musician, 
that a “mistake,” a note perceived as out of place or sync with the rest of the music, is 
only a mistake if it isn’t reacted to by the other musicians. He states that it is 
“…opportunity that was missed. So it’s unpredictable.” In this talk, Harris sets up 
another melody, incorporating a scripted “mistake.” This time he notes that “The only 
mistake is if I’m not aware, if each individual musician is not aware and accepting 
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enough of his fellow band member to incorporate the idea and we don’t allow for 
creativity.” Rather than micromanaging any given situation, Harris remarks that for him 
the best way to make music successfully is to listen. “This is a science of listening. It 
has far more to do with what I can perceive than what it is that I can do. So if I want the 
music to get to a certain level of intensity, the first step for me is to be patient, to listen 
to what’s going on and pull from something that’s going on around me. When you do 
that, you engage and inspire the other musicians and they give you more, and gradually 
it builds.” 
This is an important lesson for every teacher as well. We shouldn’t see a language 
utterance as a perceived mistake if a speaker uses an inappropriate word or phrase, 
mistakenly pronounces a phoneme, or selects the wrong grammar. Often such utterances 
are ignored, rebuffed, mocked or corrected. However, perhaps they offer the 
opportunity for a speaker to circumnavigate the mistake through trial and error and 
improvise a better response. The problem though is that mistakes are often followed by 
nervous reflection or silence as the other speaker or fellow students react to the mistake. 
What we need to do as teachers is to enable students to repair their conversations on the 
spot and continue the conversations. Like a jazz musician, they won’t get every note 
pitch perfect, but they will be better able to cope with changes in direction of 
conversations and themes. An interjection by a teacher or peer such as “...let’s keep on 
track” or “…try not to go off on a tangent,” might cut off an interesting idea, a creative 
or improvised strategy by a student that is continuing a conversation. Real life does not 
reflect a set order of steps in a conversation or instant correction. Mistakes in real life or 
outside of the classroom are often actually ignored as long as the message (meaning) is 
understood between the dialogue partners. Of course, as students and teachers we 
automatically think that we want to be corrected or to correct apparent mistakes, which 
is the aim of teaching grammatically correct English. However, the English language is 
very flexible, fluid, and adaptable and for want of a better word, mutated beyond the 
rigidity found in the average textbook or lesson plan. A speaker of Singaporean English 
and a Japanese speaker of English will not be able to understand each other perfectly, 
assuming they are typical language learners, but they will be able to converse and find 
common English to use and help each other in a dialogue. The utopic dream that many 
Japanese speakers have when using English is not often held in such awe by other 
English speakers, who are less worried about being a “perfect” English speaker, and 
more concerned about making conversations for daily life.   
Every conversation will go off on a tangent at some point, such as a bus driver 
who asks the tourist where they are from after giving them a travel ticket, or a waitress 
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who asks a tourist about their own country after taking their order. Many students will 
not have been prepared for this kind of talk and its unpredictability and improvised 
nature throws many speakers off balance and they end the conversation with short 
shocked answers that they may later regret as a missed opportunity to converse in 
natural, real English.  
Another musician, the pianist and composer Jennifer Lin (2006) talks about the 
process of creativity and improvises a moving solo piece based on a random sequence 
of notes. Aged fourteen at the time of her TED talk and performance, Lin (2006) details 
how she composes music by stating that “What I do first is, I make a lot of little musical 
ideas - you can just improvise here at the piano - and I choose one of those to become 
my main theme, my main melody…Once I choose my main theme I have to decide, out 
of all the styles in music, what kind of style do I want?” Lin further notes that how she 
makes the structure of the entire piece with her teachers, planning out the whole piece of 
music, filling it in with musical ideas and when the piece takes somewhat of a solidified 
form, “polishing” the details. Lin goes on to demonstrate an improvisation on the piano, 
with a volunteer selecting five musical notes of out seven, to which Lin produces a four 
minute composition on the spot. The important message here is that a solid basis in 
form and content is needed, based on traditional learning techniques, but to produce the 
‘beautiful stuff,’ any learner needs work towards an effective and meaningful flow of 
language production in any given situation, which will enhance their confidence and 
motivation. They key here is improvising when under pressure, when the unpredictable 
moment arrives, and being able to effectively continue in the ‘performance,’ whether it 
is musical in nature or an actual conversation turn. 
Harris and Lin, in their respective genres of jazz and classical, are improvisers 
within their own spheres. The next TED presenter, Kirby Ferguson, represents the 
contemporary music of the ‘remix.’ Ferguson (2012) introduces and plays samples of 
musicians such as Bob Dylan or Jay-Z, who have remixed or copied original music 
from other artists. Rather than side with the dissenters who claim these types of 
musicians steal, unfairly compete or dilute the original musicians work, Ferguson 
embraces their music. Explaining what ‘remixing’ is, Ferguson (2012) states that “It is 
new media created from old media. It was made using these three techniques: copy, 
transform and combine. It’s how you remix. You take existing songs, you chop them up, 
you transform the pieces, you combine them back together again, and you’ve got a new 
song, but that new song is clearly comprised of old songs.” For Ferguson this is a new 
level of creativity. Ferguson (2012) relates this to how Henry Ford once said, “I 
invented nothing new. I simply assembled the discoveries of other men behind whom 
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were centuries of work.” This reflects in the way students need to address language 
communication, through mixing ideas, experimenting with existing knowledge and 
introducing new language and ideas as they are learnt, integrating new knowledge with 
existing knowledge, through trial and error, or ‘mixing.’  
Amateur musician and neurologist Charles Limb (2011) wonders how the brain 
works during musical improvisation. Limb (2011) notes one of his favorite musicians, 
Keith Jarrett, a well-known jazz improviser “…and probably the most well-known, 
iconic example of someone who takes improvisation to a really higher level.” Limb 
notes that “…he’ll improvise entire concerts off the top of his head, and he’ll never play 
it exactly the same way again, and so, as a form of intense creativity, I think this is a 
great example.”   
As a neurologist Limb (2011) wanted to analyze “…what happens in the brain 
during something that’s memorized and over-learned, and what happens in the brain 
during something that is spontaneously generated, or improvised, in a way that’s 
matched motorically and in terms of lower-level sensory motor features.” What Limb 
found in brain scan imaging was that jazz musicians use multifunctional areas of the 
brain, not he notes “…the "jazz areas" of the brain. Whilst improvising, jazz musicians 
brain activity affected areas to do with self-reflection, introspection, and working 
memory associated with consciousness seated in the frontal lobe of the brain. 
Simultaneously, there is a combination of an area that’s thought to be involved in 
self-monitoring, turning off, and another area thought to be autobiographical, or 
self-expressive, turning on. Limb suggests that jazz musicians, whilst improvising are 
not inhibited, they’re willing to make mistakes, and they’re not constantly shutting 
down new generative impulses. In addition, Limb found that rappers, musicians who 
perform a song that is rapidly spoken rather than actually sung, displayed the same 
cognitive functions as the jazz musicians in their repression of inhibition and their 
elevated self-expressing abilities. Limb (2011) remarks that “…it’s an incredible thing 
that’s taking place. It’s doing something that, neurologically, is remarkable. Whether or 
not you like the music is irrelevant. Creatively speaking, it’s just a phenomenal thing.” 
However, this is the biggest challenge for any language learner, learning to separate 
language production from inhibitive fears of mistake making. Learners who are 
encouraged to experiment and improvise without the fear and consequence of making 
mistakes, will progress quickly in their studies. 
In contrast to the world of musical performers, conductor Charles Hazelwood 
(2011) talks about the role of trust in musical leadership in a speech entitled ‘Trusting 
the Ensemble.’ Hazelwood’s talk centers on his adventures in South Africa. He noted 
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that during his experiences he found that “South Africans just make music really freely. 
And I think, in no small way, that’s due to one fundamental fact: they’re not bound to a 
system of notation. They don’t read music. They trust their ears.” In addition, they “… 
will spontaneously improvise a load of harmony around (a) tune because they can.” 
Hazelwood summarizes that “…where there is trust, there is music - by extension life. 
Where there is no trust, the music quite simply withers away.” This is the same for 
language and communication, in that the ultimate goal of most language learners is to 
become a fluent speaker of that language.  
The next two talks, those by musicians Byrne (2010), and Thomas (2012), focus 
on how architecture and time affected the development of music. Byrne highlights the 
development of music that has gone hand in hand with the development of specific 
venues that may or may not have been consciously built or used as an appropriate venue 
for the music being written at the time. From the origins of music outdoors, to Gothic 
Cathedrals, Opera Houses, Symphony Halls, riverboats and clubs, small rooms, then 
more recent developments with technology in the form of microphones, radios, 
discotheques, jukeboxes, sports stadiums, automobiles and finally the MP3 player. He 
notes that most pop music written today is for the private MP3 player experience, where 
you can hear “extreme detail, but the dynamic doesn’t change at all”. This is also 
reflected in the talk by Thomas (2012) detailed above, who progresses the development 
of music notation and improvisation since the beginnings of classical music until 
present day with the focus on impersonal music, or as Byrne implies, the MP3 
generation. Now the listener can listen to any performance by any artist at any time. The 
listener is active not passive and the artist must take every performance seriously. 
Thomas and Byrne approach the idea of musical evolving through two different 
notions, that of time and architecture respectively. Music has evolved hand in hand with 
architecture and time, not solely one or the other. Both arrive at the same point that 
music has become more personal, more private, and in a much smaller venue, the MP3 
player. This is just the same for language; we are no longer limited to the habitat of the 
classroom as English speakers or learners of other languages. The conductor or 
composer has been replaced by the internet and the wealth of opportunities to actually 
converse in any given language. English language learners cannot rely on classroom 
style English, as listeners, as Thomas states above, are active and not passive, and every 
communication turn is serious. Thomas (2012) states that, “You don’t need to worry 
about knowing anything. If you’re curious, if you have a capacity for wonder, if you’re 
alive, you know all that you need to know. You can start anywhere. Ramble a bit. 
Follow traces. Get lost. Be surprised, amused, inspired. All that ‘what,’ all that ‘how’ is 
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out there waiting for you to discover its ‘why,’ to dive in and pass it on.”   
The last two talks utilized for this research address the epidemic of failing 
education systems that seem to be becoming more universal in nature and in particular 
stifling creativity at the expense of examination performances. One of the landmark 
talks on the website TED.com is Ken Robinson’s talk ‘How schools kill creativity,’ 
posted June 2006. As of November 2014, this talk had been viewed 29 million times 
online, the most viewed talk from the TED collection, and has been translated into 58 
languages. In this talk, creativity expert Sir Ken Robinson challenges the way we are 
educating our children. He champions a radical rethink of our school systems, to 
cultivate creativity and acknowledge multiple types of intelligence. 
Central to his talk, with high resonation to Stefon Harris’s talk above, are the 
themes creativity and unpredictability “… we have no idea what’s going to happen, in 
terms of the future.” (Robinson, 2006). He also notes that as teachers “Nobody has a 
clue what the world will look like in five years’ time. And yet we’re meant to be 
educating them for it. So the unpredictability, I think, is extraordinary.” He also ties in 
the notion of the really extraordinary capacities that children have -- their capacities for 
innovation. Robinson (2006) highlights the important concept that “…kids will take a 
chance. If they don’t know, they’ll have a go. Am I right? They’re not frightened of 
being wrong.” In contrast, “…by the time they get to be adults, most kids have lost that 
capacity. They have become frightened of being wrong.... We stigmatize mistakes. And 
we’re now running national education systems where mistakes are the worst thing you 
can make.” The stigmatization is felt by students at many levels of education in Japan, 
from mistakes in tests, vocabulary tests, translation errors, speaking contest 
pronunciation and fluency woes, to a mistake preventing a student reaching their 
preferred next educational setting. 
Continuing this train of thought the psychologist and thinker Barry Schwartz 
details the loss of wisdom (Schwartz, 2009). Schwartz adheres to the fact that there is 
no set of rules, no matter how detailed, no matter how specific, no matter how carefully 
monitored and enforced, there is no set of rules that will get us what we need. Schwartz 
notes that rules and the war on moral skills have adversely affected the nature of 
modern American education, giving a scripted, locked-step curricula (Schwartz, 2009). 
He exemplifies the scripted nature of education employed as teaching a pre-ordained set 
of vocabulary to be learnt by every teacher and student across the board, as there is a 
lack of trust in the judgment of teachers that they can’t improvise in class. Schwartz 
(2009) states that, “Scripts like these are insurance policies against disaster. And they 
prevent disaster. But what they assure in its place is mediocrity.”  
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The rise of pre-ordained curricula at tertiary level education is a worrying trend 
that reflects the concerns of Schwartz. Japanese English language learners at University 
age have had at least six years of pre-ordained English curricula in secondary education, 
and university is often the first chance that they realistically have to practice and 
improvise in English, as there are less pre-determined tests and more focus on reports, 
presentations, homework and other tasks. To cut off this opportunity will only lead to 
more mediocrity. Relating to the earlier speeches of the musicians and composers, 
Schwartz (2009) exudes that; “Don’t get me wrong. We need rules! Jazz musicians need 
some notes -- most of them need some notes on the page… But too many rules prevent 
accomplished jazz musicians from improvising. And as a result, they lose their gifts, or 
worse, they stop playing altogether.”  
The TED speakers; Harris, Lin and Ferguson exemplified their ideas through live 
musical improvisation, created an initial understanding of improvisation. Limb, the 
neurologist, explained his ideas as to why some musicians, such as these performers, are 
able to improvise. Subsequent TED talks by Thomas and Byrne introduced the notions 
of how time and architecture introduced changes to music. Schwartz and Robinson then 
added critique about the failing education system and the attack or stifling on creativity 
that is becoming a universal trait.  
 
Case Studies 
Jennings (2007), in his journal report “Discussing the future of the English Course 
Curriculum” at Maebashi Kyoai Gakuen College notes that the best practice to adopt at 
the college is a communicative curriculum (Jennings emphasis) where all parties are 
consulted to bring about a focus on how to best help students be able to function within 
the target language environment. This basically follows social constructivist pedagogy 
of learning. The following case studies serve as small scale reference points and 
observations that may help other teachers develop and utilize improvisation skills in 
class with existing materials.  
In detailing the case studies presented in this research, it is important to ascertain 
what ‘improvisation’ actually meant and how it would affect the case study examples. 
Merriam-Webster (2014) defines the origin of the word ‘improvise’ from the French 
improviser, from the Italian improvvisare, from improvviso sudden, and from the Latin 
improvisus, literally, unforeseen. This notion of sudden, unforeseen but to see ahead, is 
of paramount importance to the teacher in directing their lessons, even in nodes of 
spontaneity. 
Synonyms of improvisation include; creation, expedient, performance, ad-lib, or 
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fake. In addition, it has related words in concoct, contrive, hatch, invent, make up, 
manufacture, and think. Near antonyms include arrange, lay, prepare, ready, consider, 
contemplate, ponder, study, exercise, practice and rehearse. In a nutshell, the general 
notion of improvised is ‘acting or going about something without planning ahead’ 
(Wiktionary, 2014). Hence, when planning improvisation exercises within these ideals, 
it was important to keep to the ideals of improvisation at all times, and try to avoid the 
scripted language that inhibits creativity. Hence, the activities were given to the students 
unforeseen and required them to ad-lib, practice and speak with spontaneity. 
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Methodology 
To test the qualitative hypothesis that students can naturally improve their 
improvisation skills, even when under immediate pressure to, I carried out four case 
studies within scheduled classes and as part of regular learning activities within the 
lesson and syllabus. These activities were facilitated through a comfortable learning 
environment, the regular classroom and the students regular or favored seating plans, 
rather than expect students to manage improvised communication in an unfamiliar 
environment. Dually, this would cloak the notion that they were explicitly being 
instructed to actually improvise. The activities include the use of textbook material, 
video podcasts, TED talks and random speaking. 
The students were all aged eighteen to twenty two years old, all of Japanese 
nationality, ranging in ability from lower intermediate (three of the classes) to advanced 
(one class). In their respective ability graded classes, they seem to share the same level 
of exposure to English, from state compulsory education to present college education.  
 
Case Study 1 – Textbook materials improvisation 
The ubiquitous classroom textbook or worksheet is still the preferred medium of 
learning for most teachers. In this case, the textbook ‘Speakout Intermediate’ is used for 
one of the courses outlined in the study and although it is still a traditional learning tool 
in the classroom, it has a few subtle differences that make it ideal as a classroom 
textbook, including an active book element and podcast videos for homework exercises. 
As the authors (Eales and Oakes, 2011) claim, it “…helps bridge the gap between the 
classroom and the real world.” It is interesting to note that the classroom is seen as a 
language laboratory and not the real world, a place to practice and make mistakes, not 
one that is accountable such as in the real world.  
However, this textbook still retains the traditional system of A/B conversations. 
Table 1 below shows the occurrences of conversations between two or more ‘people.’ 
As can be seen from the table, 74% of all dialogues were between two people, with the 
remaining 26% between three people. No conversations were recorded for groups of 
four or more people. While most conversation will probably in fact reflect these figures, 
it is evident in classrooms that in both non-teaching time and actual lesson time, 
students can be observed to chat in groups, whether as a scheduled activity or in normal 
conversation patterns. However, it is pertinent to point out that it is not unreasonable 
and unrealistic to expect students to engage in group talk in the future, which rarely, if 
ever gets practiced in English learning classrooms in Japan. 
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Table 1  
Textbook 
 2 people 3 people 4 or more 
people 
Unit 1 6 (75%) 2 (25%) 0  
Unit 2 4 (57%) 3 (43%) 0 
Unit 3 4 (100%) 0  0 
Total 14 (74%) 5 (26%) 0 
(Source: Speakout Elementary, Pearson Longman) 
 
Figure 1 shows a short conversation between three characters that is deemed to be 
typical of a conversation a student may have on vacation. In both Recordings 1, 
Conversations 1 and 3, three characters are introduced but in Conversation 1 the ‘Man’ 
and ‘Woman’ characters take turns responding to the ‘Tour Guide,’ whereas in 
Conversation 3 one mutual friend introduces two of his unacquainted friends for the 










 (Source: Speakout Elementary, Page 167, Pearson Longman) 
 
In the longer third example, Recording 5, turn taking is still prevalent and is at the 
expense of one character being frozen out of the conversation after turn four. This may 
98 共愛学園前橋国際大学論集 No.15 
or may not be realistic, but for students to practice conversations, they can utilize the 
conversation to reimagine an alternative conversation with the ‘Marco’ character 
speaking more, or they can imagine the subsequent conversation when they catch up 
with ‘Marco.’ Such textbooks and scripts are fundamentally limited by their need to 
appeal to a wide audience but also by their printed form. As teachers, we need to avoid 
just rote learning of the texts, we need to improvise at every opportunity and find new 
opportunities for the students to practice more realistic situations.  
As such, a group of students were asked to practice the textbook example 
‘Recording 5’ in class, but with the task of including all three characters rather than the 
one character ‘Marco’ being used as a mutual introducer for the other two characters. 
This exercise is appropriate to the theme of this part of the lesson (the use of the 
possessive term ‘whose~’), incorporating speaking skills as per the listening task. In 
addition, I asked the students to be more active in their learning and without any input 
from myself as the teacher, only a facilitator of sorts; therefore the task required the 
mutual help of peer learning or scaffolding between the group members. They would 
have to use repair strategies to overcome any obstacles in their speech and improvise the 
conversation as it wouldn’t be scripted or pre-ordained. As such, they would have to use 
their background knowledge, English skills, and potential to navigate the task. 
The following sample dialogue (Figure 2) was projected on to the whiteboard for 
the students to follow as an introduction to the improvisation exercise, taken from 
Recording 5 in the Speak out textbook. 
 
Figure 2 
Student A: Oh, that’s my flight! Bye, _______, _______. I have to go! 
Student B: Ok. Bye. _______. Have a good trip! 
Student C: Yeah. Have a good trip, _______! 
 
A group of three students was observed and the following improvised 
conversation was recorded: 
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Figure 3 
Student A: Oh, that’s my flight! Bye, Ken, Jun. I have to go! 
Student B: Ok. Bye. Akiko. Have a good trip! 
Student C: Yeah. Have a good trip, Akiko! 
##### 
Student A: Oh, OK. I don’t have…my souvenirs. 
Student B: Ah! Whose bag is this? 
## 
Student C: Mine. 
Student A: No, it’s mine! 
Student C: Really? 
Student B: Yeah. This is yours. 
Student A: Goodbye 
Student B: Goodbye 
Student C: See you!  
 
Symbols:  ##  Short pause by the students 
  #####  Long pause by the students 
Notes:   The student’s real names have been changed. 
 
The three students were given a starter to the conversation in the form of the first 
three sentences but had no idea how the conversation would develop after that. They 
didn’t just regurgitate the text as they couldn’t remember it verbatim. As such, they 
needed conversation strategies to produce or improvise an effective conversation. The 
conversation improvised was effective for their task in that the theme of the lost item 
was resolved, the characters made a short dialogue, they didn’t resort to speaking 
Japanese and there was no input or direction from myself as the teacher. This particular 
example reflects what Florea (2011) notes in her research of South Korean university 
students, especially those ingrained in Confucian ideals of teaching and learning 
common to Japan, too, that they need the opportunity to interact with the material in 
order to utilize the vast vocabulary they often have but do not know how to use. The 
repetition and memorization of vocabulary and grammar knowledge needs to actually 
be cemented in usage and adapted to improvised activities to allow students to see how 
the language they have been learning actually works. Florea also notes that students 
brought up in such a teacher-based learning environment often have difficulty with the 
aftermath of making mistakes and are reluctant to do exercises that may highlight the 
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fear of failure.  
 
Case Study 2 – Video Podcast 
The Video Podcasts, an interactive element of the textbook, are taken from the 
course textbook and utilized as homework. The literature states that “Reflecting the 
main topics covered in the course, the Video Podcasts provide examples of English as it 
is actually spoken” (Pearson, 2014). In all instances, the Podcasts visually show an 
interview taking place on the street between an unseen interviewer and a seen 
interviewee. The questions are never heard as the students must complete various 
listening comprehension activities from a worksheet and as such only the interviewees 
responses are seen and heard. This naturally doesn’t reflect what we expect to see in an 
interview, orally and visually a one way reply, but in a way we are looking through the 
eyes of the interviewer for a point of reference. As such, they are artificially in the 
interview and this allows students to think that they are taking part in an interview or 
conversation with another English speaker. As the literature states, the interviewees 
speak English as it is actually spoken, with all its natural examples of accents, dialects, 
slang, vocabulary, spoken grammar rather than scripted dialogues. More importantly the 
interviewees show varying degrees of body language, reaction times, hesitation devices, 
and mannerisms that are difficult to teach and arise naturally in an interview interaction. 
This is the most important lesson that the students can take from the Podcasts, that if 
they are stopped on the street or café, or any public place when they are in another 
country they’ll be able to react as well as the interviewees in the videos. The language, 
grammar, and English ability of my students are reflected in the degree of complexity in 
the answers given on the screen, as they are set at an intermediate level. The students 
need to think that the interviewees react naturally; they improvise their answers as they 
are recorded intentionally as unscripted conversations. A sample question from one of 
the Video Podcasts is shown below. 
 
Figure 4 
Watch the video podcast and tick (✓) Hina’s questions. 
 
1 What’s your name and where are you from?   
2 How old are you?  
3 What do you like about it?  
4 Are you English?  
5 What don’t you like about it?  
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6 What’s your job?  
Taken from the first Podcast unit of the course, these are fairly simple questions 
that are often practiced in intermediate level English lessons. In order to improve the 
student’s improvisation skills, these exercises were used as both homework and in the 
following class as a fun and interactive way to help students speak English more 
naturally.  
Further in the same Podcast worksheet, Question 5 asks students to look at the 
people shown on the worksheet page and read the statements, then gap fill the answers 
from the video. The students will have already completed this for homework, so in the 
subsequent lesson, they practice this section by ad-libbing or improvising both 




I’m from a 5_____________ called Naples in the south 6_____________ Italy. 
 
As directed by the video, students must gap-fill answer ‘5’ with ‘city.’ However, 
in reality, this could be replaced by a whole variety of synonyms that may serve the 
function of a repair strategy improvised on the spot by the student. As teachers we 
should allow flexibility so that even in homework exercises the fear of making mistakes 
and losing marks and grades is lessened, to ensure that students don’t stick rigidly to the 
designated answer or script, that there is flexibility if valid or appropriate . This doesn’t 
reflect the real world, as inserting the synonym ‘town’ or ‘place’ are both appropriate, 
contextually suit the sentence, and are understandable. Improvisation and repair 
strategies such as these are essential to complete tasks, whether or not the teachers 
answer sheet says so. 
The above example can be used in class by the students to improvise a dialogue. 
Student A is the interviewer and Student B is the interviewee. The following task is 
shown on a worksheet for the students, and can easily be managed by the teacher. 
 
Figure 6 Interview practice 
Student A: (ask a question about where Student B is from) 
Student B: I’m from a _______ called _______ in the _______ of Japan. 
 
Student A: (continue the conversation) 
Student B: (answer the interviewers questions) 
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Apart from Student B’s initial semi-scripted answer, the students are expected to 
improvise an interview dialogue. Figure 7 below shows a recorded example between 
two students in class. 
Figure 7 
Student A: Where are you from? 
Student B: I’m from a small city called Maebashi in the center of Japan. 
Student A: Ah. Where is that? 
Student B: Near Tokyo. 
Student A: How far….Tokyo…from Tokyo? 
Student B: About one hour by Shinkansen 
Student A: Shinkansen? What’s Shinkansen? 
Student B: It’s a train. Fast train. 
Student A: Ah. Ok. I know it. Do you like Maebashi? 
Student B: Yes. It’s a quiet but good. 
Student A: Umm…job. What do you do? 
Student B: I’m a student. 
Student A: Oh. What do you do? Study, sorry. 
Student B: English! 
 
This small conversation was unscripted by the students, but they drew on the 
Podcast homework and their previous knowledge to complete an appropriate dialogue. 
Their examples are short, contain grammatical mistakes, are limited in depth and range, 
but are appropriate to the task, show repair strategies and improvised turns. Student A 
was given the prompts from the questions on the podcast question sheet but 
purposefully abridged the question in order to sound more natural, dropping “What’s 
your name?” from  their question, as they stated “…strangers in a foreign country 
don’t say that!” The students can switch roles, change partners, and actually record their 
dialogues via their smartphones or tablets if they wish to check their questions and 
answers. The more they practice, the better their accuracy but conversations become 
more scripted as they aim to be more accurate, whereas changing tasks, situations and 
characters allows more work on improvisation. The aim of the examples wasn’t 
grammatical accuracy per se but the actual practice of conversation. Fluent English 
speakers will still be able to comprehend the above conversation, with its grammatical 
mistakes and inappropriate but legible vocabulary. These mistakes are opportunities to 
converse in English, they aren’t mistakes as such. 
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Case Study 3 – TED Talk observational analysis 
As an integral part of improvisation awareness for students, the students were 
asked to watch the original talk by Stefon Harris that partly instigated this research. 
Students were allowed to watch the video in class to ascertain their thoughts about 
improvisation and how it might help them actually discover some meaning for their own 
studies, both for the English classes I teach, but also for any other classes they may 
study.  
Once the students had watched the video, they formed small groups to brainstorm 
the elements that they remembered or were impressed by. Purposefully, they weren’t 
directed to a question and answer sheet, or gap-fill exercise, or “State your opinions 
about…” exercise that would inhibit the free flow of conversation. Whether or not they 
carried out the exercise was not of actual importance, but the generation of comments 
would reveal whether they had digested the talk and it had sparked off some positive 
reaction. I did not expect every student to react as positively as I had, for any number of 
reasons. However, this short exercise will hopefully have touched some students and 
hopefully enabled them to test their own thinking about language, communication and 
study. The video was shown in the second week of Semester two. 
The following reactions were garnered from the first and second year lower 
intermediate writing class students, aged about 18-19 years old. Many of the students 
stated that “Don’t be afraid of mistakes,’ and in a similar vein “Never give up!” Other 
students mentioned that “I accept the opinions of others. I regard creativity as important. 
Failure teaches success.” In addition, other comments included “Miss is not miss,” 
“Great. Innovative. Listen to other sounds is important,” and “Help each other. Don’t 
think, feel. Be positive.” Very positively, one student wrote “Like children, play? 
Innocent, purity. Look fun, interesting. Feeling – don’t think!” Although written with 
obvious accuracy mistakes, the students felt impressed and motivated enough to write 
their impressions of the TED talk.  
The same day, the following reactions were garnered from the fourth year 
advanced listening class students, aged about twenty-two years old. Their more 
developed answers more succinctly detail their thoughts. All responses garnered below 
are transcribed directly from the student’s memos, for which their grammatical and lexis 
mistakes remain uncorrected. A female student, who is observably much quieter in the 
classroom, stated “I think they make a good team building. Mistaking is sometimes good 
opportunity for us. I also afraid of mistakes but mistaking is good chances too.” This 
acknowledgment of making mistakes is repeated amongst all five students with other 
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comments including “When I speak English, I always build whole sentence. Maybe I’m 
afraid of mistakes.,” and “We can find improvement from our mistakes. So mistakes are 
important for our growth. Receiving others ideas leads good collaboration, I though.” 
However, the talk didn’t resonate with one student who dismissed it by stating “His idea 
not apply to my study. Afraid of mistake. I wanna drink a coffee in Turry’s (sic).” This 
reference to ‘Tully’s,’ an American based specialty coffee retailer and wholesaler, 
reflects an association between the music of Stefon Harris, improvised jazz, and the 
student’s image of the said café, with connotations of jazz music, internationalization, 
relaxation and freedom to make mistakes, and experiment. This particular student 
subconsciously acknowledges that a typical Japanese setting is detrimental to these 
ideals but actually adheres to the free expression, improvisation and freedom that many 
patrons of Tully’s, actually seek out there. Maybe for this student only the ‘outsider,’ 
whether an actual foreigner or non-Japanese person, or a Japanese person that doesn’t fit 
her stereotypical of one, can experiment, improvise and become proficient. 
In contrast to the comments collected from the Japanese nationals above, two 
students of mixed parentage of South American/Japanese heritage, both of whom stated 
that they are bilingual in Japanese and Spanish commented that “We don’t worry about 
our mistake in English. If we go to other country, some word and jesture and so on are 
more important to communicate than make a good sentence,” and the other student 
stated “My English is not perfect but I think that English speakers can understand me. 
When you are speaking the most important thing is speaking. If the sentence are not 
perfect is not the most important thing.” Their positivity to the notion that mistakes are 
not necessarily mistakes, is interpreted through their shared hobby of dancing in that 
only “…the performers know if they make mistake or not. If they don’t stop or do some 
gesture, nobody knows that mistake,” and “Only the people who are doing the 
performance are who know what is correct and what not. So they have to continue the 
performance after they did a mistake and nobody will notice!” 
In a similar study, Purser and Montuori (1994) used a recording of Miles Davis’s 
jazz ensemble to demonstrate how listening to one of their performances could enable 
business team members to simulate the conditions facilitative of dialogue. By enacting 
the behavioral and attitudinal qualities of jazz ensemble musicians, students learnt how 
to temporarily suspend their assumptions and opinions, thereby reducing defensive and 
self-oriented behaviour in their teams. This study focused on how English language 
learners can apply the lessons of jazz and the jazz ensemble to their own language 
production turns, but this kind of exercise merits practice in the classroom as a further 
study. Because of the lack of awareness and appreciation of jazz music amongst the 
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students in the study, ascertained by a quick show of hands in class, I felt it better to 
focus on Stefon Harris’s performance and talk only. However, with greater awareness, 
through possible lesson time, students may be able to follow Purser and Montuori’s lead 
and dissect a jazz ensemble’s performance and relate it to their own connections and 
relationships. 
The nine TED talks were placed on Moodle (https://moodle.org/), the free 
software e-learning platform, or Virtual Learning Environment utilized by Kyoai 
university for teachers and students, for students to watch at their leisure if they so 
pleased. As of November 1, 2014, the talks had been sparsely watched, due to lack of 
interest or simply they would be untested and unrecorded if watched. To test the 
students or make it a graded course requirement would defeat the object of 
improvisation and adhere to the ubiquitous testing system, which I wanted to avoid.  
 
Case Study 4 - Random conversations 
Improvised but semi-scripted conversation like the ones above provide more 
realistic practice but under the theme of this research, the students end goal in their 
studies is to improvise any situation with some degree of success and effectiveness, as 
defined by the communicative nature of the Kyoai English curriculum. Students can’t 
rely on having a textbook ready for an impromptu conversation with another English 
speaker. As such, randomness is an important element of improvisation, adhering to the 
original definitions and antonyms listed above, namely ad-lib, concoct, invent, and 
make up to name but a few. Random conversations are a part of everyday life but 
lacking in the classroom. To successfully instigate ‘randomness’ is quite difficult for 
both teachers and students to carry out and maintain in a second language. Rather than 
just tell students to pick a topic and talk, teachers need to carefully structure exercises 
and tasks that allow students to navigate this difficult area.  
Students were shown Stefon Harris’s video as per Case Study 3 above and the 
reactions as reported therein illustrate their awareness of the issues of mistake making, 
improvisation, and motivation. I wanted students to see this from a different perspective 
than just their teacher lecturing them about ‘speaking’ as such. In this exercise students 
were first asked to get into small groups of whatever size they wanted, and with 
whomever they wanted to avoid any issues of control and parameter settings. Each 
group was given a double-sided laminated A4 card which had 40 different random lexis 
items such as traditions, entertainment, shopping, and travel. They were asked to blindly 
pick a topic and as a group try to talk about it until they had finished. Purposefully they 
weren’t given timeframes or targets, or group roles. It was reiterated that this wasn’t a 
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test and that it would be an untested but an integral part of every subsequent lesson, 
purely a new way to help students to speak English. In a fun way, students were 
jokingly told that any Japanese utterance would be fined 100 yen per word, which was 
met with laughter but served as a gentle reminder to try to speak English.  
The following example (Figure 8) is an illustration of one small group’s attempt 
to freely converse on the random topic of ‘public transport.’ 
 
Figure 8 
Student A: Umm….public transport. 
Student B: Public transport. 
Student A: Train? Bus? Do you public transport? (gesturing to Student B and C) 
Student C: No. Yes. Sometimes. I take a train here sometimes. I like my car. 
Student A: How about you? (gestures to Student B) 
Student B: Me? 
Student C: Train? Bus? Car? 
Student B: I like car! Sometimes train. 
 
I transcribed the above conversation and displayed this dialogue to the class as an 
example of a random conversation for English practice. I then asked the class to discuss 
what they would change about the conversation, garnering replies such as ‘make longer 
sentences,’ ‘ask more questions,’ ‘find out more information,’ and ‘ask about the time.’ 
These are valid but expected replies from an intermediate English level group, to which 
I proposed also adding natural replies such as ‘Really?’ ‘Why?’ ‘What do you mean?’ as 
just as an example of more natural English that another English speaker might ask. 
In the second week’s practice a different group of students chose the random topic 
of ‘movies,’ an all-time classic random conversation. Their ‘conversation’ is shown in 
Figure 10 below: 
 
Figure 10 
Student A: Do you like films? 
Student B: Yes. I like films. 
Student A: Really? What kind of films do you like? 
Student B: I like human movies. 
Student A gestures to C whilst laughing 
Student C: Human movies? What do you mean human? 
Student B: Like human story. People story. 
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Student C: Um.  
Student A: Are the sad movie? Film? 
Student B: Sometimes.  
Student A: Why do you like them? 
Student B: They are interesting. More than action movies. I don’t like horror. 
Every subsequent week from the initial practice is less ‘improvised’ as the 
students have been given clues and hints about what is expected, but with teacher input 
kept to a minimum to allow students to navigate their own way through this task. Less 
dependence on and control by the teacher allows for greater autonomy and 
self-discovery on the part of the students. However, this dialogue shows some evidence 
of the class discussion about follow-up comments and questions, and my thinly veiled 
instruction about natural replies. Although the two conversations are by different groups 
of students, they are of similar ability, confidence and communicative motivation. The 
simple addition of extra practice over two weeks, with a short and small scale 
discussion about the first week’s example, allowed students to improvise to a better 
standard in the second week. This activity has been conducted every week as an integral 
part of every lesson and is used at random times throughout the lesson to get students 
speaking in only English, to break up sections in a book, to change the direction of a 
lesson, or simply to do something different. The students have reacted positively to this 
and seem to enjoy these light hearted, effective and useful improvisation periods, which 
require little teacher input or preparation but generates a high degree of student 
involvement and English communication. 
 
Improvisation training within class 
From the short case studies detailed above, I think it is important that teachers and 
students realize that they have the opportunity to follow course textbooks but 
simultaneously enrich the learning experience by improvising extra tasks as much as 
possible. The improvised skits shown above represent short dialogues but more 
importantly allow students to challenge themselves to react faster and more naturally in 
unfamiliar situations and dialogues. However unnatural the classroom space is in 
advocating improvisation, it serves the basic function as expressed in the examples 
above. The main aims are to increase students’ competence and confidence, increase 
quick and appropriate responses, enable students to have better usage of grammar rather 
than just grammar knowledge, be active and direct their own learning, rather than be a 
passive learner in class.   
All of the above case studies were carried out in classroom time as tasks, with the 
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intention of being practical, useful, fun, questioning and motivational. They didn’t 
require a lot of skill in preparation or setting up, just the motivation of the teacher to 
conduct the exercise and the students to participate. They all adhere to a socio-cognitive 
pedagogy of learning, as outlined by Vygotsky but practically enthused upon by TED 
speakers and by Kyoai itself in its ‘communicative curriculum’ as noted above. This 
notion of communication stems from the research of the Russian psychologist Lev 
Vygotsky, who made claims about the relationship between language and thought, and 
between individual and society (Mercer, 2000). Vygotsky described language as having 
two main functions; as a communicative or cultural tool we use for sharing, and for 
jointly developing knowledge. He also suggested that quite early in childhood we begin 
to use language as a psychological tool for organizing our individual thoughts, for 
reasoning, planning, and reviewing our actions. Vygotsky pointed out that children, and 
in my opinion second language learners, differ in their responsiveness to guidance, 
instructions and opportunities for learning. They could be the same level but given 
‘good instruction’ by a teacher they will differ in new skills and language learnt. By 
measuring the difference between the original independent capability of each learner 
and what they are able to achieve when given some guidance and support, education 
could make a more useful, dynamic assessment of these learners educational prospects 
and needs. This difference is each learner’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). 
Vygotsky said instruction is only useful when it moves ahead of development, drawing 
learners just beyond their existing capabilities to ‘stretch’ their intellect and so help 
them to develop (Mercer, 2000). Teaching should be appropriate to the student’s 
potential, rather than actual achievements, for which we need to provide a ‘scaffold’ for 
learning.  
Mercer (2000) proposed that for a teacher to teach and a learner to learn, they 
must use talk and joint activity to create a shared communicative space, an Intermental 
Development Zone (IDZ), on the contextual foundations of their common knowledge 
and aims. In this zone, which is reconstituted constantly as the dialogue continues, the 
‘teacher,’ whether an actual teacher or more capable English speaker, and learners 
negotiate their way through the activity in which they are involved. As with Vygotsky’s 
original ideas of the ZPD, the concept of an IDZ still focuses attention on how a learner 
progresses under guidance in an activity, but in a way which is more clearly related to 
the variable contributions of both teacher and learner. The IDZ is a continuing event of 
contextualized joint activity, whose quality is dependent on the existing knowledge, 
capabilities and motivations of both the learner and the teacher. Vygotsky suggested that 
‘good’ appropriate instruction could influence development and that the contribution of 
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the teacher is significant in determining what a learner achieves on any particular 
occasion, which is a joint achievement or product of a process of interthinking. Mercer 
(2000) introduced the term ‘interthinking’ in order to focus attention on the joint, 
coordinated intellectual activity which people regularly accomplish using language.  
In addition, Mercer (2000) notes that every time we talk with someone, we 
become involved in a collaborative endeavor in which meanings are negotiated and 
some common knowledge is mobilized. However, there is always the potential risk that 
a shared understanding and purpose may not be reconciled. But, in almost every 
encounter we do not only gain and give information, the joint experience shapes what 
each participant thinks and says, in a dynamic, spiral process of mutually influenced 
change. The product of conversation is usually the achievement of some new, joint, 
common knowledge, more often than not brought about by an impromptu and 
unplanned improvisation turn. 
 
Limitations to improvisation in the classroom 
The fundamental obstacle to installing a sense of improvisation in any classroom 
task or activity is the role of motivation, from both a teacher and student perspective. 
Both teachers and students need to be motivated to actually attempt to improvise. In the 
case of language learners, they have to be motivated to actually learn a second language, 
to actually want to improve in that language, and to actually see the need to improve, 
rather than just learning to earn credits or graduate. Without the necessary motivation, 
any notion of improvisation is wasted on any effort made to practice it or install it. 
Subsequently, motivated language learners actually need to apply the ideas of 
improvisation to their repertoire, which is also deeply embedded in the realized 
outcomes of the teacher, who needs to adopt social-constructivist pedagogy akin to 
Vygotsky and Mercer above. One recent idea is the packaging of this idea in ‘flipped 
classrooms,’ whereby teachers spend more time with the students rather than lecturing.  
At the macro level, Stewart and Miyahara (2011) report that the prevailing 
rhetoric in Japan is that ‘globalization’ should be the primary goal in many areas of life, 
including Higher Education. Stewart and Miyahara recognize this shift in a Prime 
Ministers Commission of 2000 that advocated a shift to communicative teaching, and 
the subsequent 2006 Government White Paper that set the aim of Japanese Higher 
Education as “…’cultivating Japanese people who are educated to live in the 
international community” (Stewart and Miyahara, 2011). As my own research 
(Deadman, 2014) has shown, many students are unsure what the international 
community actually is and are largely ignorant of the actual status and composition of 
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English at a global scale. Kachru (2005) and Stewart and Miyahara (2011), amongst 
many others, remark on the historical precedents that are still evident at compulsory 
education level of heavy emphasis on grammar translation. Recent developments have 
made progress towards communicative teaching, but teaching methods and teaching 
plans rely heavily on listening and reading as receptive skills, while the productive 
skills of speaking and writing are more controlled and rigid than they could be.  
The lessons learnt from the TED lectures are ideal for teachers to learn from and 
put into practice, either as direct lesson tools or as a new insight into their own 
pedagogy. However, the mindset of the students must also be taken into account, with 
various factors that may inhibit the actual uptake of improvisation in class. 
Avni-Babad’s (2011) investigation of the habitual routine in classroom seat selection 
found that even such an apparent mundane task presents a myriad of obstacles against 
the process of improvisation, which represents student’s reluctance to deviate from the 
norm.  
In addition, Freiermuth and Jarrell (2006) looked into whether online chat could 
help a willingness to communicate amongst female Japanese university students. They 
found that online chatting provided a more comfortable environment, enhancing 
students’ willingness to communicate. However, although this may create a more 
comfortable environment to chat, in the online domain, it still shies away from the aim 
of getting students to produce more speech in a realistic way through improvising 
authentic conversations in face-to-face situations, rather than through the digital 
medium.  
A revealing study by Matsuda (2011) notes the complicated picture of motivation 
in a high school in Japan. Matsuda found that students believed more strongly than 
teachers in the importance of learning English, in particular communicative English, 
opposite to most teachers’ expectations in her study. Teachers perceived students as 
apathetic, uninterested and unmotivated because of the ways students responded to what 
the teacher tried to do in class. However, students at the same facility expressed an 
interest in engaging in different kinds of activities than those set. Matsuda states that 
this reiterates the importance of understanding the difference between motivation for 
individual tasks versus motivation for overall goals and that motivation needs to be 
perceived as a dynamic and multi-faceted phenomenon.  
 
Conclusion 
This paper was inspired by the current status of English language education at 
elementary school through the newspaper article of Chávez, and a TED talk by Stefon 
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Harris regarding improvisation in jazz music. Teaching in the tertiary arena, Chavez’s 
insight was especially poignant for my own situation, “…classes at tertiray level need to 
address the more important issues of real-life English, not text book idealistic 
conversations” (Chavez, 2014). Competence can be taught but confidence is very much 
dependent on each student’s mindset, as teachers we need to facilitate the transition 
from memorized and controlled practice learning, to allowing and showing students that 
they can master unfamiliar situations and that when they need to actually speak in 
English, or for that matter in any other language, they will be able to converse with 
other English speakers in a meaningful and rewarding way.  
In essence, we need students who can solve wider issues in life rather than just be 
experts in a particular field, we need people who can improvise through problems, 
rather than follow guidelines and set procedures. Just as students will have to use 
English when communicating with other English speakers, communication is not 
pre-determined, it is fluid and flexible, hence we need to improvise effectively. Students 
need not reach the levels of jazz improvisation mastery set by Stefon Harris, but they 
can strive to improve their reaction skills and ability.  
One very important lesson from jazz improvisation and the notion of ‘the moment’ 
is that the musician or language speaker, needs to be prepared for that moment, in order 
to act efficiently, creatively, introspectively, all with confidence. Improvisation 
awareness and application should be part of English teaching from elementary school, 
as an integral part of the teacher’s lesson plans, rather than subservient to rote learning, 
memorization, ubiquitous vocabulary lists and translation exercises. Until the rigid test 
structure endemic in Japanese education is addressed, teachers and educators will be 
reluctant to adopt this unscripted pedagogy. The biggest obstacle to the implementation 
of improvisation in teaching plans is not the fear that students won’t be able to perform; 
it is fear amongst the actual teachers of adopting less structured activities. As Akins 
(Japan Times, 2014) states, “…the entrenched ‘exam-first’ mind-set has caused teachers 
to ‘teach what’s only tested.” As language is a means of communication, not a table of 
grammar rules. To speak a language, in the same way as to play music, the learner 
actually has to speak it, and simply get used to speaking the language. One way is to 
improvise more activities in class, treating the classroom as a living language laboratory, 
its true intended purpose, rather than a lecture hall that stifles actual communication. In 
this way, mistakes can be treated as new opportunities to learn, leading to student 
confidence, self-reflection and realization, and greater talk-time and improvisation.  
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ジャズビブラホン奏者ステフォン・ハリス（2011）による“There are no mistakes on the 
bandstand”という講演がある。本講演で重要とされているのは、間違いをすることを恐れ
てはいけない、それを生かすこともできるということである。教えることと学ぶことはい
つもかみ合うわけではない。授業で英語を学ぶことがすぐ実践に生かされるわけではない。
生きた会話は予測が出来ないということである。JAZZの演奏者のように状況に応じて対応
していかなければならない。英語教育を受けたつもりでいる私達でも実際現場に出て話せ
るとは限らない。教師と生徒は今以上に実践型の英語を学ぶ必要がある。会話の成功の仕
方は会話の出来る状況を見つけることである。 
 
 
